MEDIA COVERAGE OF
MINE DISASTERS IN
UTAH
HOW THE MEDIA COVERAGE HAS CHANGED OVER TIME IN COVERING THE
DEATHS OF MEN IN THIS ALREADY DANGEROUS LINE OF WORK.

IS UTAH REALLY A MINING STATE?
• The act of mining has been active in the region ever since the Spanish arrived. These were
said to be done to find the legendary gold that the Aztecs were to have left in the region.
• “Almost immediately after the new immigrants arrived in the Salt Lake area, they realized
the (importance) of mining in terms of their prosperity and comfort.”
• One of the first finds were mining Salt, then Coal, then nonferrous metals (Iron, silver,
copper, lead, gold and zinc).
• The find was expanded on by soldiers from California and Nevada in the 1860’s.

THE ECONOMIC BOOM OF MINING IN UTAH.
COAL MINING

METAL MINING

•

Tons

Value

•

Short Tons

Value

•

1890-318,159

$552,000

•

1890-503,300

$157,000

•

1900-1,147,027

$1,447,750

•

1905-28,649,000

$8,938,500

•

1910-2,517,809

$4,224,556

•

1910-63,798,500

$16,204,800

•

1920-6,005,199

$19,350,000

•

1917-143,337,100

$67,342,000

•

1930-4,257,541

$10,515,000

•

1930-90,263,200

$23,468,400

•

1940-6,669,896

$32,050,000

•

1943-323,989,000

$84,237,100

•

1975-6,961,000

$137,650,000

•

1970-295,738,000

$341,282,000

WHICH TYPE OF MINING
RECEIVED MORE ATTENTION
IN THE STATE?
Beginning when the earliest Industrial Commission
Reports are available, the majority of the attention
and prestige seems to have been given to the Coal
Industry.
Even though the Metal mines produced nearly
double the revenue of the Coal mines we still had
more of the importance given to Coal.
Slowly the Metal Mines received less and less
attention, almost as if their numbers are left out
on purpose.
Eventually the number dead is all that was given.
The Coal mines received nearly 10 pages of
information.

The last bit of info for the Metal mines were the
number dead per 2 year period.

WHAT MAKES A MINING ACCIDENT A “DISASTER”?
• According to the Utah state Archives
and the records of the CDC, the
minimum loss of life that is needed to be
considered a disaster is 5. While there
have been accidents that happened
above and below ground, if these weren’t
a direct danger from mining, they are not
listed.

MEDIA COVERAGE OF MINING DISASTERS.
• In May of 1900 the small yet important town
of Scofield, received a shock when mine no. 4
exploded around 10 am.
• 200 men died in the explosion.
• The largest mining disaster in the United
States at the time.
• This lead to changes in Coal mining
nationwide.
• Mines began training search and rescue
teams in the event of fires and explosions.

THE PEOPLE
AFFECTED.
This was a diverse group of men.
These were not all the “throw away”
rednecks that are stereotypical of
coal mining.

• Approx.. 144 single men. (This means that many of
these men had no families to rely on them and their
income.)
• 61 men from Finland (the largest immigrant group)
• 131 “local” boys from the state of Utah.
• Other groups that were represented were those from
the British Isles.

MEDIA ATTENTION ON SCOFIELD UTAH

THE NEWSPAPERS TALKED ABOUT THIS
STATEWIDE!
• The Park Record (Park City Utah)
• Ogden Standard Examiner
• Manti Messenger
• Intermountain Catholic
• Deseret Evening News

THE CASTLE GATE DISASTER
(1924)

• This was a coal mine also in central Utah. This particular town housed a much more
diverse population than Scofield.
• Many peoples from all over the world. From Asia, Europe, Australia, African American, as
well as others from the States.
• One man survived the Scofield Mine Disaster, just to die in this one 24 years later at 73.

• Ms. George Shurtliff lost her first husband in Scofield, and lost her second in Castle Gate.

WHO DIED IN THIS DISASTER?

• 172 men died in Mine Number Two.
• 76 Americans

• 2 Scotch

• 2 African Americans

• 1 Belgian

• 49 Greeks
• 22 Italians
• 8 Japanese
• 7 English
• 6 Austrians (Yugoslavs)

• These men left behind families. With a total
417 dependents that were left behind. With
an average of a little less than 2.5 children
per family, that took a HUGE toll on the
town.

CASTLE GATE MINERS
John Psaroudakis and Joseph Sargetakis,
both miners from Crete, at the Castle
Gate Mine #2 shortly before Joseph was
killed in the explosion.

CASTLE GATE
ORPHANS.
Children orphaned by the
Castle Gate mine
explosion.

ALSO REPORTED ACROSS THE STATE.
• Iron County Recorder

• Box Elder News

• Millard County Progress

• Davis County Clipper

• The Press Bulletin

• Park Record

• Beaver County News
• Beaver/Weekly Press

LARK UTAH
• Where is lark Utah?
• Right at the mouth of Bingham
Canyon.
• When the mine workers went on
strike for better wages, the mine
shut down on July 1, 1950.
• July 16, 1950… disaster struck.

LARK UTAH.

WHAT HAPPENED IN THE MINE?
• While on strike there was a skeleton crew needed to keep the mine safe.
• i.e. keeping the water pumps on, oxygen masks working, electrical, etc.

• 5 men went to work that night around 11 pm and around 4 am Leland David Nielson
called in to his father-in-law Horace Seal that he saw smoke around the 1000 foot level.
• Horace was at around the 500 foot level of the tunnel.
• By the time the General Foreman for the mine was called, the tunnels were filled with
smoke and there had been no word from Leland.
• The transformer for that tunnel was shut off, but the smoke was coming out of the
tunnel extremely thick by this time.

THE RESPONSE
• Robert Meyerhoffer (an electric foreman), Byron Thomas (the surface foreman for the
night), Clyde Augustson (the Asst. Superintendent) went down into the mine via an incline
shaft hoping that they could get to the fires source quickly.
• These men went underground around 5 am, and when asked before the went down
where Seal was, he had already gone down into the mine to find Nielson.
• In their efforts to close the water doors to keep them from the smoke, both men died of
carbon monoxide poisoning within 30 minutes.
• The other three men failed to report within the allotted time given by the foreman and
because the smoke continued to pour out they knew that the fire was not contained.

• Then rescue efforts began with the hope that the men got to a air intake tunnel.

THE AFTERMATH
• The men that heard the call that morning, came off from their strike, immediately the
negotiations stopped and the men wanted to help with the rescue efforts.
• Only 5 men were allowed in the mine at a time, for 2 hours at time as their oxygen only
lasted that long.
• On the 18th the bodies of Horace Seal and Byron Thomas were found. Near a hoist that
seized up due to moisture in the air.
• The bodies of the other three men weren’t found for another 3 weeks. Only after the
pumping of the water out of the mine resumed. (This part of the mine was near the
water level of around 85 feet.)

MEDIA COVERAGE (WHO COVERED IT)
• The Bingham Bulletin. (the local paper for Bingham Canyon,
Lark, and Copperton)
• Nothing in the Tribune.
• Can’t find anything in the Deseret News.
• Nothing from the Park Recorder (the Park City mining newspaper)

• Nothing in the Murray Eagle.
• No mention in the Sugar House Bulletin.
• These are the bigger papers in Salt Lake County… and Nothing.
• The only other paper that I found to have reference to this disaster is the Ogden Standard.

WHAT MAKES THIS DISASTER IMPORTANT?
• For one thing, with what seems to have been the media’s mindset that the men were only
doing their jobs. “What else did you expect?” seems to be the prevailing train of thought.
• But these men existed. They had families and stories that mean something.
• Either it means something to Utah’s history, the history of mining in the State, or even to the
general public in letting them know that these things happened near them.

• Most people have no idea that Lark even existed.
• While this is a continuing issue, we see it hit hardest here with this on in 1950. We have
more coverage and information about later disasters.
• Now, lets quickly meet the men who lost their lives that day. (Put a face to this.)

LELAND DAVID NIELSEN
• The miner who was in the mine as he was the pump
operator that night. He discovered the fire in the
mine, and was presumably the first one to have died.
• Born September 10, 1912. He was 38.
• He had lived in Lark for 14 years at the time of the
Disaster.
• His wife was Jessie Seal Nielsen, daughter of Horace
Seal.
• Jessie was pregnant at the time. She gave birth to
Marty Nielsen on Jan. 31, 1951. Marty lost his father
and grandfather in the accident.

HORACE MARTIN SEAL
• This picture is of Horace and his wife Virginia. C.a.
1949.

• Born April 1, 1891. He was 59 years old at the time.
• He was the Hoist operator the night of the fire.
• He was the second man on the scene. Trying to get to
Leland.
• There are two different reports as to where he was
and what he did first.
•

One says that he was in the mine the whole time and got to
Leland immediately.

•

Another says that he came out of the mine to alert others to
the situation before disappearing into the mine around 4:30am.

ROBERT “GORDON” MEYERHOFFER
• The electric foreman who was called in
that night.
• Born in Lark on Feb. 19, 1914. He was
36.

• He and the Asst. Mine Superintendent
made it almost to Leland Nielsen in their
attempt to rescue him. (They knew this
mine the best.)
• Left behind a wife (Melba) and two girls,
Jane and Gail.

GORDON’S PICTURES.

BYRON GRAY THOMAS
• The Surface Foreman who was called in along with Gordon.
• Died due to Carbon Monoxide poisoning, which takes about 30 minutes to die from.
• Found near Horace Seal near a stuck hoist that may have hampered the rescue.

CLYDE AUGUSTSEN
•

The Asst. Mine Superintendent.

•

Also called in with “Gordon”, and
Byron.

•

Made contact with Horace,
before heading farther down into
the mine trying to find Leland.

•

Was found near Leland and
Byron.

•

We can assume that they found
Leland, but died trying to escape.

•

These three men were found last,
as the mine flooded when a door
opened trying to vent the mine.

CANE CREEK,
MOAB UTAH
This disaster occurred Aug. 27,
1963.

This was in one of the deepest
mine shafts in North America.
Over 2,500 feet under the earth.
This disaster happened because of a
gas explosion in a shop area.

Here we see 5 rescuers being
lowered into the mine.

This one was heavily documented
disaster. There were:
• Reports
• Book
• Federal Inquiries, and more.

MOST RECENTLY
• As of 2017, one of the most complete books on the
Cane Creek Mine Disaster.

• Most of this is from the official reports and from first
hand accounts that were taken by the author.
• One point to make, is that people thought that this was
important enough to teach and preserve it.

CRANDELL CREEK MINE DISASTER
• August 6, 2007 6 men were supposedly killed/or trapped in a rib collapse.
• There was a collapse at the 132 rib section to the 139 rib section.
• This caused an earthquake in the area, a 3.9 on the Richter Scale.
• This was followed by a few other tremors in the area over the next few days.
• This was followed by another collapse that took the lives of 3 of the rescuers. All before
the conditions were deemed too hazardous and the mine was sealed and abandoned.

MEDIA
COVERAGE??
KSL NEWS.
FOX 13
DESERET NEWS
SALT LAKE TRIBUNE

IS THERE A CONCLUSION??
From the 1900 Scofield disaster that rocked the nation and the state, to the 2007
Crandell Creek collapse that only seemed to make it into the everyday conversation
because people died. The conversation has continued and changed. Mining used to be
viewed as a needed thing, something that was needed for the economy to thrive. Now…
having lived in the Salt Lake area the mines seemed to have been more of a nuisance than
anything. The attitudes have changed, and the coverage has as well.

CONT.
But while the means of communication have changed, the fact is this, there are still
dozens of men who died who have go unheard of, unknown, and at times, seemingly
forgotten by history. These men mattered. All of them. I am not saying that we need to
overhaul the education system, or any drastic measures, but something has to be done to
memorialize these men who lost their lives supporting their families.
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